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ABSTRACT
Prosecutors report that the evidential usefulness of
child witness statements about abuse is often
limited by unnecessary interview content and
excessive length. Prior research indicates that this
limitation may be attributed to a mismatch
between interviewers’ and prosecutors’ under-
standings of the legal requirements of an inter-
view. The aim of this study is to examine whether
differences in the evidential qualities that are
perceived as important by prosecutors and inter-
viewers can be reduced through simple instruc-
tion. Five prosecutors and 33 interviewers
completed a written exercise wherein participants
were required to identify what aspects of informa-
tion required follow-up in five hypothetical
narrative accounts of abuse. Twenty of the inter-
viewers had (prior to completing the exercise)
received prosecutor instruction on the requirements
of interviews in terms of the elements and par-
ticulars of sexual offences, and the manner in
which necessary information is best elicited in an
interview (from a legal perspective). The responses
to the exercise of interviewers who had and had
not received prosecutor instruction were compared.
The results indicated that interviewers who had
received instruction were more consistent with
prosecutors in their responses to the exercise. The
importance of these findings, and directions for
future research, are discussed.
INTRODUCTION
Child sexual abuse (CSA) is a global prob-
lem that affects millions of children world-
wide (World Health Organization, 1999).
Estimates of the prevalence of CSA in
developed countries typically range from
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20–36 per cent (Price-Robertson, Brom-
field, & Vassallo, 2010). CSA cases, however,
are difficult to prosecute, and are more than
twice as likely as other offences to be
declined for prosecution (Cross, Whitcomb,
& De Vos, 1995). One reason that many
allegations of CSA do not result in convic-
tion is because of insufficient evidential
quality of the main, if not only, form of
evidence in CSA cases: the investigative
interview. Investigative interviews form the
central plank of evidence in CSA prosecu-
tions because physical and other corrobor-
ative evidence is not commonly available in
these cases (Office of Director of Public
Prosecutions (ACT) and Australian Federal
Police, 2005; Powell & Wright, 2009; Suc-
cess Works, 2011).
A prominent concern expressed by
prosecutors when reflecting on the quality
and usefulness of child witness interviews
relates to interview length and relevance of
interview content. For example, Burrows
and Powell (2013a), who conducted 36 in-
depth interviews with Australian prosecu-
tors shortly before and after the verdict was
delivered in child abuse trials, revealed
widespread criticism that interviews with
child witnesses were too long and needed to
be more tightly contained around the core
offence details required to secure a convic-
tion. Prosecutors reported that interviewers
need to establish beyond reasonable doubt
what offence occurred and who perpetrated
it. For fairness to the accused, who is
entitled to know the allegations against him
or her, the child’s account also needs to
have sufficient particularity to identify and
distinguish each abusive incident from any
others (Burrows & Powell, 2013b); that is
(in most jurisdictions), each act of abuse
needs to be identified with reasonable pre-
cision with reference to time, place or some
other unique contextual detail, such that it
is clear which act forms the basis of each
charge (S v The Queen, 1989). However,
prosecutors report that often in interviews
there is excessive focus on highly specific
event details and that such details are
elicited in an interrogative manner, using
short answer (ie, specific and closed) as
opposed to open-ended questions. Con-
cerns about long interviews containing
irrelevant contextual details have been prev-
alent across various jurisdictions, such as the
United Kingdom (Criminal Justice Joint
Inspection [CJJI], 2012; Stern, 2010), New
Zealand (Hanna, Davies, Henderson,
Crothers, & Rotherham, 2010) and Aus-
tralia (Cashmore & Trimboli, 2005;
McConachy, 2002).
Prosecutors have identified various topics
that they perceive to be unnecessarily
pursued in investigative interviews with
children. Particulars (ie, details such as time,
place or context of offending) are among
these oft pursued topics (Guadagno, Powell,
& Wright, 2006; S v The Queen, 1989).
Unnecessary questions are also often asked
about ‘fine tune’ descriptive details such as
the colour of clothing, bedding and furni-
ture at the scene of the offence (Burrows &
Powell, under review). With lengthy inter-
views containing an abundance of specific
questions, there is heightened opportunity
for errors and inconsistencies in witness
accounts. This is due in part to increased
number of specific questions, as well as
witness fatigue (Burrows & Powell,
2013a).
So why do interviewers seek detail in
child investigative interviews which (from a
prosecution perspective) is unnecessary?
Prosecutors attribute this to three issues:
poor interview planning and case prepara-
tion; inadequate engagement and active lis-
tening skills on the part of the interviewer;
and limited understanding (on the part of
the interviewer) of precisely what informa-
tion is required for prosecution purposes
(Burrows & Powell, 2013a). This paper
focuses on the third explanation, for which
support comes from individual interview
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and focus group research where various
professionals have discussed the require-
ments of the interview process and have
critiqued actual CSA interviews (Guadagno
et al., 2006; Powell, Wright, & Hughes-
Scholes, 2011). Irrespective of the research
methodology, jurisdiction or participant
sample, the prior work has shown that
views about the information required in
CSA interviews differ markedly between
prosecutors and investigative interviewers.
Interviewers (particularly police officers)
perceive that highly specific details (such as
the location, date and time of the offence)
are essential for particularisation to occur,
and that maximising the number of separate
offences and specific details about each
offence increases the chance of successful
prosecution. In contrast, the prosecutors
perceive that the primary goal of the inter-
viewers should be to elicit a free-narrative
account of one or more offences.
The implication arising from the above-
mentioned research, and that highlighted in
several recent guides for reform (eg, Hanna
et al., 2010; Powell et al., 2011; Powell,
2013), is that prosecutors need to play a
much more integral role in the develop-
ment of interviewer training guides. In this
study we test whether the current gap
between the evidential qualities perceived
to be important by prosecutors and inter-
viewers can be narrowed through simple
prosecutor instruction. Specifically, in con-
junction with Crown prosecutors, we pre-
pared brief instruction on the nature of
prosecutors’ concerns about child witness
interviews and the requirements of inter-
views in terms of the elements, and particu-
lars, of sexual offences. We then measured
the effect of this instruction on the details
interviewers reported they would follow up
in hypothetical interviews, and the degree
to which the amount and nature of the
details coincided with the prosecutors.
METHOD
Participants
Participants (N = 38) included 5 Crown
prosecutors and 33 investigative inter-
viewers of children (8 male and 25 female,
19 police and 14 social workers), recruited
from across 5 different Australian States and
Territories1 with the assistance of manage-
rial staff in the professionals’ workplaces.
The selection criterion was that the pro-
fessionals specialised in investigating or
prosecuting CSA cases. All interviewers
were currently employed in a child abuse
unit (either police or child protection) and
engaged in the research as part of their
ongoing professional development. Ethical
approval was obtained from the university
and police ethics committees. Participation
in the research was voluntary; three
prosecutors and three interviewers chose
not to participate.
Procedure
All participants completed an exercise,
hereby referred to as the evidential assess-
ment activity, which was completed online
(ie, accessed through a web browser using a
computer) at a time of the participants’
choosing and at their own pace. The activ-
ity contained five hypothetical narrative
accounts of abuse of approximately five
lines each. The narratives were based on
actual cases and varied in terms of the
nature of the offending, location and
recency of offending, gender and age of the
victim, victim–suspect relationship and fre-
quency of offending (from one to numerous
occasions). The level of detail provided by
the children in their narrative also varied
across the five scenarios. The narratives
were presented in the same order to all
participants. For each narrative, the partici-
pants were required to decide whether
follow-up questions were necessary, and
what particular aspects (if any) needed to be
followed up. The following is an example of
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the degree of detail provided in the
narratives:
It was when me and Mum lived at my
Uncle’s place when I was eight. I always
thought Uncle Ben was a bit weird.
Some nights when mum was at work,
he’d watch me in the bath cus he said it
was dangerous for me to be in there on
my own. Then he started sitting by the
bath and touching me while I was in
there. He did that all the time until we
moved out. (Child interviewee)
Prosecutor instruction (the independent
variable in this study) was manipulated
using an independent samples design. Inter-
viewers were allocated to either an instruc-
tion (N = 20) or no instruction group
(N = 13). In the instruction group, another
task (hereby referred to as the instruction
exercise) was completed as a pre-requisite to
the evidential assessment activity. Inter-
viewers were assigned to the instruction
conditions pseudo-randomly, based on
workload, leave considerations and organ-
isational context (ie, minimising potential
for contamination through participant dis-
cussion). Although the participants in the
interview conditions may have varied with
regard to adherence to open-ended ques-
tions, the level of prior feedback from
prosecutors was negligible for all. Import-
antly, a series of chi squared tests found that
between the instruction and no instruction
groups, there was no significant difference
in the proportion of males and females, X2
(1, N = 33) = 0.02, p = 0.9, the composi-
tion of police and social workers, X2 (1, N
= 33) = 1.19, p = 0.28, or the number of
years’ experience in their current field, X2
(14, N = 33) = 13.11, p = 0.52.
The instruction material (as with the
evidential assessment activity) was provided
online in the form of a reading which was
15 pages of A4 text (Burrows & Powell,
2013b). This reading was prepared with the
assistance of a Crown prosecutor and subse-
quently checked for accuracy by a group of
Crown prosecutors representing every
major State and Territory in Australia. The
text contained in the reading addressed four
areas. First, it outlined prosecutors’ key
concerns with child witness interviews,
namely that they are often too long and
contain irrelevant details. Second, it defined
the elements of sexual offences (being what
sexual act occurred and who perpetrated
it). Third, it provided instruction on estab-
lishing these elements in an interview,
including using the child’s narrative to
establish the nature of the offence, clarify
the meaning of obscure genitalia terms and
identify the offender. Fourth, the text
explored the nature and extent of particu-
lars required in an interview (that is,
information about when and where the
offence occurred and how it was different
from any other similar offences) and con-
cluded that these details are ideally elicited
through the child’s narrative rather than
specific questioning. Interviewers were
asked to read the paper prior to completing
the evidential assessment activity. Comple-
tion and understanding of the reading was
confirmed through a 10-item multiple-
choice online quiz, in which all received an
accuracy score of at least 70 per cent.
Coding
Participant responses for each scenario in
the evidential assessment activity were
coded according to eight information cate-
gories: the nature of the offence, the timing
of the offence, the location of the offence,
offender identity, offence context, location
and identity of potential witnesses, location
and nature of possible forensic evidence,
and other miscellaneous information. Table
1 lists the coding criteria and an exemplar
interviewee response for each aspect. The
first author coded the responses. To assess
coding reliability, 53 per cent of the com-
pleted exercises (N = 20) were randomly
Understanding of evidential requirements
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selected and coded by a researcher who was
not otherwise involved in this study. An
inter-rater reliability analysis using the
Kappa statistic was performed to determine
consistency among raters across 800 data
points (20 participants × 5 scenarios × 8
types of information). Reliability was found
to be high, Kappa = 0.90 (p < 0.001).
RESULTS
The first group of analyses compared the
number of times participants requested each
type of information (collapsed across sce-
narios) across the prosecutor and ‘no
instruction’ participant groups. The results
revealed that there was variability both
within and between groups in terms of the
Table 1: Aspects of information identified as requiring follow-up by participants,
coding criteria and example participant responses
Aspect Nature of information requested Example response
Offence Identifying the offence, including
clarifying genitalia terminology and
distinguishing one offence from
another
‘More detail is required about “touching me
down there”.’
‘Clarify did it happen one time or more than one
time, then get the details of each occasion.’
Time Clarifying or precisely pinpointing
the timing of the offence, or
corroborating the child’s report of
the timing of the offence
‘I would want to know about how the child
remembers the timing of the offence, how does
she know it happened on the Easter Holidays? It
could assist with corroboration.’
‘I would ask what was on TV when the offence
occurred to narrow the timeframe.’
Location Relating to the location of
offending, either generally or
specifically
‘Need to clarify where Uncle Ben’s house is.’
‘I would ask about the location of the couch
where the offence occurred.’
Identity Relating to clarifying or
determining the identity of the
offender, including descriptive or
relationship information
‘More information is needed about offender
identity. The child just said it was Katie’s dad.
“Dad” is too generic a term. It may be a
situation where Katie calls a number of men
“dad”, or it may be mum’s boyfriend, her step
dad or biological dad.’
Witnesses Information about who (other than
the victim and suspect) was present,
or where they were at the time of
offending
‘Ask the child about the identity of everyone else
who was there. Witnesses could help identify
whether the alleged offender had the opportunity
and ability to commit the offence.’
Forensics Information to uncover DNA or
other physical evidence
‘The child’s clothing is required for forensic
analysis so need to obtain details of the clothing
and where the clothes are now.’
Offence context Determine how the offence
happened
‘How did they “end up” naked?’
‘How did the touching happen? For example,
was it accidental?’
Other Information on other miscellaneous
topics
‘Did he say anything when he touched her?’
‘I would ask how much, and what kind of
alcohol had been consumed.’
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type of information requested. A mixed
ANOVA (2 groups, prosecutors and ‘no
instruction’ interviewers, by 8 types of
information) revealed a significant differ-
ence in the frequency with which partici-
pants requested different types of
information, F(7, 98) = 16.60, p < 0.05.
There was also a significant interaction
effect between participant group (prosecu-
tors and ‘no instruction’ interviewers) and
type of information requested, F(7, 98) =
4.25, p < 0.05. Figure 1 demonstrates the
frequency with which types of information
were requested by prosecutors and inter-
viewers. It shows that interviewers in the
‘no instruction’ condition were more likely
to request information about offence tim-
ing, offender identity and witnesses com-
pared with the prosecutors.
The next set of analyses determined
whether interviewers who had been
exposed to prosecutor instruction were
more consistent with prosecutors in their
responses to the scenarios. A spreadsheet
was created for each scenario, with a col-
umn for each type of information and a row
for each participant. In each column, par-
ticipants scored a ‘1’ if they had requested
the listed information type and a ‘0’ if they
had not. For each information type for each
scenario a ‘mean prosecutor score’ was cal-
culated by tallying the prosecutors’ scores
and dividing by the total number of
prosecutors (for example, if 4 out of 5
prosecutors requested information about
offender identity in scenario 1, then the
mean prosecutor score for identity in sce-
nario 1 was 4/5, 0.8). Subsequently, for
each scenario, participant and type of
information, a ‘discrepancy score’ was cre-
ated by calculating the absolute difference
between the participant’s response and the
Figure 1
The mean proportion of
scenarios in which
prosecutors, and
interviewers with and
without instruction
requested different types
of information
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mean prosecutor score. For example, if
the mean prosecutor score was 0.8 and the
participant’s score was 1, a discrepancy score
of 0.02 was listed. Discrepancy scores were
then summed for each participant, provid-
ing an overall measure of the degree to
which each participant deviated in their
responses from the ‘average’ prosecutor.
An independent samples t-test was con-
ducted to compare the discrepancy scores of
interviewers who had, and had not,
received prosecutor instruction. There was a
significant difference in the discrepancy
scores of interviewers who had received
prosecutors’ instruction (M = 7.20, SD =
3.49) and interviewers who had not
(M = 11.08, SD = 3.75), t(31) = –3.03,
p < 0.05; d = 1.07. The effect size for this
analysis (d =1.07) was found to exceed
Cohen’s (1988) convention for a large effect
(d = 0.80). Interviewers who had learnt
about the prosecution perspective of inter-
viewing were significantly more consistent
with prosecutors in their responses about
the information required in each scenario.
This effect is illustrated in Figure 1, which
shows that interviewers who had received
prosecutor instruction were more similar to
prosecutors in the frequency with which
they sought different types of information.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study demonstrated that interviewers’
perceptions about the nature of evidence
required in child witness interviews about
sexual abuse can be shifted (through simple
instruction) to be more in line with that of
prosecutors. Specifically, the study found
that interviewers who had received the
brief prosecutor instruction provided
responses to the evidential assessment activ-
ity that were more consistent with that of
the prosecutors, and in particular they
requested less information about offence
timing, offender identity and witnesses,
information that was perceived to be
unnecessary to prosecutors. Although the
study utilised a written assessment exercise
as opposed to examining questions in actual
interviews, the responses would have
reflected meaningful learning of the written
instruction material. Indeed, the assessment
exercise used to measure the effect of
prosecutor instruction required participants
to apply their knowledge in the material by
indicating (using recall rather than recogni-
tion memory) the type of information that
needed to be followed up in actual case
scenarios.
Overall, the findings suggest that what
prosecutors have previously referred to as
‘overzealous questioning’ on the part of
child investigative interviewers (Burrows &
Powell, 2013a; CJJI, 2012; Guadagno et al.,
2006) may reflect (at least in part) simple
confusion or misunderstanding of the ele-
ments, and particulars, of sexual offences
and the evidential qualities perceived to be
necessary for successful prosecution. In a
historical framework where prosecutors
have played a limited collaborative role in
the interview protocol development process
(and the nature of evidence required in
interviews has been given little airplay in
interview protocols), the importance of
these findings cannot be underestimated.
Criticisms in relation to poor evidential
quality have been widespread across evalu-
ations of child investigative interviewing
and improved collaboration between
prosecutors and police interviewers has
been a common suggestion to rectify this
problem (Hoyano & Keenan, 2010;
McConachy, 2002; Victorian Law Reform
Commission, 2004). This is the first study,
however, to take a constructive role in
showing how the gap between the evid-
ential qualities perceived to be important by
prosecutors and interviewers can be
addressed.
Importantly, the feedback (prosecutor
instruction) had relatively little imposition
on prosecutors’ time. Prior evaluations have
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suggested the need for extensive interaction
to narrow the gap between interviewer and
prosecutor perceptions, through the sched-
uling of joint seminars for legal professionals
and police, and co-location of prosecutors
in specialist police units to assist with invest-
igations (see Hoyano & Keenan, 2010 for
review). Further, Powell (2008) suggested
that to be of value in altering performance,
feedback from prosecutors needed to be
elaborate and needed to refer as specifically
as possible to actual interview behaviour as
opposed to being generalised inferences or
judgements. This study suggests that simple
instruction guides may have more utility
than we previously thought.
Now that we have demonstrated that
interviewer decision making is amenable to
change, the next step for researchers is
threefold. First, it needs to be determined
whether the changes observed actually
transfer to the field and improve actual
interview practice. Prior training research
has illustrated the tenuous relationship
between knowledge and actual interview
performance (Powell, Hughes-Scholes,
Smith, & Sharman, 2012; Yii, Powell, &
Guadagno, 2012), as well as the difficulty
maintaining gains from training long term.
Ongoing instruction may be needed to
maintain these results, particularly if biases
or misunderstanding about the nature of the
information required are widespread within
the units where interviewers work.
Second, research is needed to determine
the interaction between the type, nature
and format of prosecutor instruction on the
knowledge and performance of inter-
viewers as well as the outcome of inter-
views. This study has raised many
interesting questions: What is the added
utility (if at all) of providing more elaborate,
face-to-face feedback or feedback directed
at actual interviewer performance as
opposed to general principles about legal
requirements? How generalisable are these
findings, and the prosecutors’ perspectives,
across jurisdictions?
Third, future guidance is needed to
articulate the level of precision that needs to
be established in interviews in relation to
contextual details, and how it can be
achieved. The level of clarity required will
depend on the degree of latitude prosecu-
tors have to supplement the evidence
(Davis, Hoyano, Keenan, Maitland, &
Morgan, 1999; Home Office, 2007) and
the weight given to the different needs of
investigators and prosecutors. Specifically, a
tension relates (in part) to the fact that the
processes, context and functions of invest-
igative interviewing and evidence in chief
are distinct. At the investigative stage, one
must maximise the amount of detail that
could potentially lead to additional evi-
dence to corroborate the witness’s account
– details that appear irrelevant at the outset
of an investigation could potentially turn
out to be important and may reinforce the
validity of the witness’s statement. Ideally,
therefore, the interviewer encourages com-
plete reports, whereas prosecutors need to
be selective regarding what detail is pre-
sented at trial. Advice from experts in child
eyewitness memory and police investigation
may be needed when ascertaining how (if at
all) the problems raised by prosecutors can
be addressed without compromising the
reliability of the witness’s statement and the
integrity of the investigation.
NOTE
1. Note that there are minor differences in
the legislation governing child sex
offences across Australian jurisdictions
(for example, there is some variation
across jurisdictions in the definitions of
child sex offences in terms of the age of
the victim, eg, under 13, 14 or 16 years
old).
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